City University of New York (CUNY)

CUNY Academic Works
Theses and Dissertations

Hunter College

Fall 12-15-2017

Southern Grotesque
Maggie Ellis

How does access to this work benefit you? Let us know!
More information about this work at: https://academicworks.cuny.edu/hc_sas_etds/287
Discover additional works at: https://academicworks.cuny.edu
This work is made publicly available by the City University of New York (CUNY).
Contact: AcademicWorks@cuny.edu

Southern Grotesque
by
Maggie Ellis

Submitted in partial fulfillment
of the requirements for the degree of
Master of Fine Arts Studio Art, Hunter College
The City University of New York

2017

Thesis Sponsor:

December 15th, 2017
Date

Carrie Moyer
Signature

December 15th, 2017
Date

Susan Crile
Signature of Second Reader

2

Table of Contents

Momma’s Porch – P.3
Introduction – P.3
Speeding and Smoking – P.5
George Bones – P.6
Landscape – P.7
Cut Foot and Rubbed In Dirt – P.8
A Duane Story – P.9
Puke and Rally – P.10
Bubba – P.11
Conclusion – P.11

3
Momma’s Porch
Momma’s porch is long and made up of weathered wooden planks surrounded by a white
railing and scraggly bushes. Musty outdoor carpet runs from the entrance to the handpainted red front door. The rain soaks the carpet and it stays mushy for a few days. There
are two white swings on either end of the porch. One is near a half-dead azalea bush.
Destroyed white wicker furniture is scattered throughout including a coffee table that has
sat there for years with nothing on it, a hole picked out of the top. A concrete sculpture of
a little girl balances a bird feeder in each hand. She stands near the entrance of the
porch with her head tilted to one side, each bird feeder overflowing with cigarette butts
of every brand. A white rocking chair with dirty arms is parked just to the left of the red
front door, facing the swing. Two flowerpots spray-painted with a faux stone finish are
placed on either side of the entrance. At night, a single stained-glass sconce filled with
dead bugs illuminates the porch with a warm glow.

Introduction

My images emerge from this and other locations near my childhood home in Georgia. On
Momma’s porch you feel the heat, hear the bugs, and see the way the light changes in this
place I’m coming from. It’s like a black hole, sucking in debris and stragglers. In fact,
when I visit, I find it nearly impossible to leave. I could sit there for years…and the work
would never get done. In these moments I feel myself receding from New York. Some
form of motivation always intervenes and pulls me back to the life I built up north. At the
edge of this black hole, I want to share the feelings and thoughts I’ve had so many times:
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“Where am I? How did we end up in this?” I’m curious about that sensation and it’s what
draws me to paint these images. This sensation is about viewing the south through two
different lenses. One is from a familiar and, therefore non-judgmental point of view, and
the other is from the perspective of living in New York City, which brings its own forms
of stereotypes. I’m in the middle of this baffling sensation—flipping between the familiar
and unfamiliar. I no longer live in Georgia but in New York City — a fact that allows me
to compare the differences and similarities between the two locations as if they were two
different countries.

The truth is that it doesn’t really matter where I live: No matter where I live, my head
never leaves Momma’s porch, and my paintings are about the reconciliation of these two
perspectives. Entering into a larger art world within an urban landscape, I am aware how
southern culture can be seen as other, while simultaneously acknowledging the same
feeling from my own perspective. I continue my excavation of the nuances of my
upbringing and southern culture by recording these observations in drawing, list making,
and painting. Carrying and relying these memories of how life is lived elsewhere enables
me to understand the world I now live in (feeling both out of place and at home wherever
I go). Whereas, I often felt out of place in the south, I feel at home here, and vice versa.
Driving solo the thousand-mile road trips back and forth between New York and Georgia
seem to fill in the gaps. It’s a particular point of view understood through flipping back
and forth between places, distant and up-close.
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“Speeding and Smoking” is a
painting of a woman driving a car
viewed from the passenger seat.
The windows are rolled down, the
light pours in, and an intense
whiplash slings trash all over the
interior of the car. Her figure
takes up most of the frame, her head almost touching the ceiling. Her right elbow holds
the steering wheel steady as she flies down the highway, lighting a cigarette at the same
time. Two hands cup together around the long, slim cigarette. They are deep red as the
light coming through the window seems to penetrate her skin. The skin, hair, and clouds
are swept away by the wind with paint dragged across the surface. Eyebrows raised and a
pair of oversized sunglasses balanced on her nose, she struggles to light the cigarette and
drive. She manages to get by as a seatbelt strap slices through the rolls in her stomach. A
wide torso dressed in a tight pink t-shirt meets a pair of pale, skinny legs sunk into the
fabric of the driver’s seat, disappearing into a dark floorboard. Speeding down the
highway with her hands off the wheel, she lives on the run, ready to take on the world.
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George Bones
George was a skinny orange cat with short hair. He had small dark eyes and an
uncomfortable gaze. A pink nose was positioned in the center of his tiny head, which was
missing patches of fur. His fur was matted down with a thin film of dirt and porch debris.
No one, except Duane, ever wanted to touch George so he craved any attention. He
would drag his body hard against legs moving with the porch swing. He would lie in the
sun on the side of the porch and let Little Bit suck on his nipples. Momma always said she
thought he was weird and probably “a homosexual.” In August, Momma smelled
something terrible behind the house. George’s body was rotting and swelling in the hot
Georgia sun. She took a shovel and poked through the flowering bushes, only to discover
that George was a liquid cat. Pop had buried him behind the house while Momma was
away. That winter, another animal had unearthed his body. She told me all this while we
were sitting on the porch. There was nothing to do but go and visit George. Bits of his
spine and rib cage were scattered throughout the dried grass. His skull looked like a
shrunken head. His ears were dried up and folded over. His face was frozen in a scream,
mouth wide open and teeth bared like fangs. Momma asked me for a fresh stick, that she
used to poke around in his hollow eye sockets.

I have found that anything that comes out of the South is going to be
called grotesque by the Northern reader, unless it is grotesque, in
which case it is going to be called realistic.
– Flannery O’Connor The Southern Grotesque
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Landscape
The scenes I paint are submerged in specific landscapes I have encountered in the south.
The people I paint spend time outside in the elements, bitten by mosquitoes, sweating
from the humidity. The depiction of deep woods, Spanish moss hanging from branches,
and wet grass, imbue these figures in a heavily textured world of their own. I’m
interested in certain qualities such as humidity, mood, and time of day that capture the
atmosphere of a landscape. If someone fell to the ground in this painted landscape, would
they be wet when they stood back up? I want to create the sensation of being in a
landscape with all the consequences that come from being in nature. Mosquito bites,
barbequed suntans, freckles, the moment when everything becomes itchy. Momentum
slows down and comes to a screeching halt from the thick weight of heat. The air
between things seems to have its own kind of weight. The skin become tanned and
weathered by sunlight, and bodies, in turn, become their own landscapes. Fighting the
stagnant air, the pickup truck and car serve as symbols of power and independence,
plowing over the earth with the windows rolled down. Now having viewed the south
through the lens of New York for a few years, I realize it is this landscape that creates
such a drastic difference between north and south. I want to make familiar places such as
the woods, the parking lot and the front porch seem unpredictable and new through an
exaggerated build-up of marks, textures and sudden contrast shifts.
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“Cut Foot and Rubbed-In
Dirt (Suwannee Swifty
Feet)” is a large-scale
drawing made up of fast,
raw charcoal marks. The
light is in high contrast,
transitioning from white
to black quickly. The negative space of the paper pushes forward and back, as much as
the black marks do. The image depicts the bottom of a wounded foot, scaled-up and dead
center within a landscape. The limbs zoom back into space. In the middle distance the
limbs come together to form a figure in a fold-up chair. The head is covered with a towel,
and the hands are held up to the face in agony. Flat against the picture plane and
seemingly detached from the figure, the bottom of the foot exhibits a large, bloody cut.
The viewer is forced to literally look into this wound, with no escape from the calamity.
The almond-shaped wound is coated with dirt and sand; the congealed blood is described
in black inky shapes. The toe prints are exaggerated through outline, and the bottom of
the heel is mapped out with a thin brush. A smear of dried blood rests on the back of the
heel. This cut becomes a hole within the drawing, a portal opening to another space
inside the blood. Everything is moving, the chair is tilting into the foreground, unfolding
into a disorienting vision. The trees behind the figure is tarnished with rough charcoal
marks. The ground is a series of fast marks that slice through the landscape, eventually
dropping off into the bottom right hand corner to nothing but the white of the paper.
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A Duane Story
On a rainy December morning I woke up in the middle of the lumpy, queen-sized bed at
Momma’s house. She had moved the bed out of her room because it was so tall she fell
out of it one night. We called it “The Princess and the Pea Bed.” Momma and I were
alone in the house for a few weeks. I heard a man’s voice in the hallway. I knew it was
Duane Noble. Duane was sitting in the rocking chair, drunk on Fireball. His car was
stuck in the mud in my old smoking spot behind the shed. He was trying to hide his car so
it couldn’t be seen from Nanny and Pop’s bedroom window across the field. While we all
waited around on the porch for the tow truck to show up, Momma stood in the front door
in her nightgown. She crossed her arms and said: “I knew you would fuck it all up by
yourself. See? I didn’t have to do anything.”

Sitting on the edge of the rocking chair, Duane lit a Marlboro and began his tale of woe.
“I was leaving Billy’s after Elaine caught me in bed with another girl and I hit Elaine’s
car - twice. I don’t know. Oh, the tangled web we weave, when we practice to get drunk. I
don’t know, but I woke up this morning and I was STILL drunk. I fucked my life up real
quick-like. Me and Elaine got drunk, got in an argument, one of my brother’s exgirlfriends called me, somebody I went to high school with. I ain’t never done her, and
fuckin,’ she said, ‘Let’s hook up’, and I said ‘Uh…I’ll meet you at the house.’ And I’m in
bed with her- and fuckin’ Elaine comes bustin’ through the door. Wowzer! First time its
ever happened! Then, according to Elaine — and Billy confirmed — I backed into
Elaine’s car tryin’ to get the hell out. She was attacking me. Hey. Better to BURN OUT
THAN FADE AWAY.”
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A car viewed at an acute angle
from the outside of a passengerside window fills the entire
frame in a large oil painting
titled “Puke and Rally.” The car
is in motion, moving down a
road. The window is halfway
rolled down, and a large head of a girl leans out, hands clasped against the edge of the
glass, vomiting. The vomit sprays down the side of the car and forms into flying hunks of
brown and yellow ochre. Her hair flies chaotically, tangling into itself against the power
of the wind. The finish of the car has been painted with deep saturated reds. A
disembodied set of arms holds onto the steering wheel, driving this scene down the
highway. In the center of the composition, the enlarged face of the girl confronts the
viewer violently with eyes squeezed shut, in total misery. She looks hot and sweaty with
a red, flushed face. Her body is pressed up against the window and she is kneeling on the
seat, her legs and feet invading the space of the driver. In the rectangle of rolled-down
window, the reflection becomes a pastoral scene of the countryside outside the painting’s
edge. The mass of vomit seems to merge with the bucolic landscape reflected in the
window, as if the figure were throwing up on the world. The side mirror reflects yet
another miniature version of the scene that would be impossible to see unless one was
driving close alongside the car. In the mirror, a small, dark head of hair leans out of a red
car and spews a cloud of brown into the asphalt. She is enveloped by deep blue sky.
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_______________________________

“Bubba” is a large-scale portrait of a man seated
at a picnic table in the woods. The picnic table is
set with two molded, brown lunch trays, the type
used in jails and prisons. One tray sits at the
bottom of the composition, setting a place at the
table for the viewer. Two servings of spongy,
white bread, and unknown substances, churned
together, are spooned into different sections of
the trays. Burnt oranges and reds, painted with
heavy globs of paint blobs, render the food as something unrecognizable, and borderlines
on the grotesque. The skin of the man echoes the colors of the food. The viewer could
choose to relate with the man across the table or judge him and his food. The expression
on the man’s face is a mixture of confusion, pain, and cynicism. His eyes are bloodshot
and his eyebrows are raised, the left a little higher than the right. Bubba’s focus is
directed towards the viewer, who is confronted with orange eyes.

Conclusion

Having an arsenal of stories is in direct proportion to living a full life: running wild and
barefoot comes with its own dose of pain and pleasure, joy and consequence. Honoring
my experiences from this vantage point, I choose to depict the rough and tumble attitude
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of my upbringing that is at odds with a rarefied New York art world. Alongside the
unexpected, the obvious symbols connected with the south appear in my paintings.
Sadness and humor, the beautiful and the grotesque collide to create the particular patois
of these images. Ultimately the ways these images are painted reveal my position: these
paintings are love letters to the places and people I left behind.
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